
Peer and Social Component: 
Peer-Mediated Strategies 

STRAND: Educational Strategies and Interventions for High 
School Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders 



∗ Research & Development Center  
∗ Funded by the Department of Education (IES)  
∗ Purpose: To conduct a program of research to 

develop & evaluate a comprehensive, school-based 
intervention program for secondary students with 
ASD. The ultimate objective of the Center is to 
improve the cognitive, communicative, academic, 
social, behavioral, functional, or transition outcomes 
of secondary students with ASD.”  
 
 
 

About CSESA 





CSESA Sites 



The Big Picture 

2012-2013 
Year 1 

Development & 
piloting of individual 
model components  

(6 sites) 

2013-2014 
Year 2 

Piloting of several 
components in 

combination  
(6 sites) 

2014-2015 
Year 3 

Randomized control 
trial (RCT) of full 
model at 30 sites 

across the country 
(Cohort 1) 

2015-2016 

Year 4 
Continue 

implementation at 
30 Cohort 1 sites; 

enroll 30 more sites 
(Cohort 2) 

2016-2017 
Year 5 

Continue 
implementation at 
30 Cohort 2 sites, 
follow-up data at 

Cohort 1 sites 



PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

ASSESSMENT 

PLANNING 

IMPLEMENTATION 

OUTCOMES 

CSESA Process 

School & Student  

Building a Team & Selecting Goals/Interventions 

CSESA Interventions 

Improved School and Student Outcomes 

Training and Coaching 



CSESA Domains 

Academics Independence 
& Behavior 

Peer & Social 
Competence 

Transition & 
Families 



CSESA Interventions 

•SD-IEPs 
•WBLE 
•TT 

•SCI-H 
•Peer supports 
•Peer networks 

•Evidence-
Based 
Practices 
(EBPs) 

•AAL 
•CSR-HS 

Academic Independence 
& Behavior 

Transition and 
Families 

Peer & Social 
Competence 

EBPs 



Peer and Social Component 



The Relationships of Students 



Indicators of Friendships and Peer 
Relationships During Middle and High School 

www.nlts2.com 

22% 14% 6% 

Frequently sees friends outside of school: 

Intellectual Disability  Multiple Disabilities Autism 

42% 63% 84% 

Never or rarely receives phone calls from friends: 

Intellectual Disability  Multiple Disabilities Autism 

25% 43% 50% 

Have NOT been invited to other youth’s social activities during the past year: 

Intellectual Disability  Multiple Disabilities Autism 
Wagner, Cadwallader, & Marder (2003) 

http://www.seels.net


Relationships During Elementary 
School 

www.seels.net 

17% 21% 32% 

Never visited with friends during the previous year: 

Intellectual Disability  Multiple Disabilities Autism 

50% 64% 81% 

Never or rarely receive phone calls from friends: 

Intellectual Disability  Multiple Disabilities Autism 

20% 26% 32% 

Never invited to other children’s social activities during the previous year: 

Multiple Disabilities Autism Intellectual Disability  

Indicators of Friendships and Peer 
Relationships During Middle and High School 

http://www.seels.net


A Few Promising Pathways… 

Peer Network 
Strategies 

(non-instructional) 

Peer Support 
Arrangements 

(classroom) 

Peer Partner 
Programs 
(schoolwide) 



PASC 
Model 



Peer Network and Peer Support Decision Tree: 
Matching Student Needs to Intervention 



Implementing Peer Network & 
Support Strategies 

1. Identifying student goals and needed 
supports 
 

2. Selecting and inviting peers 
 

3. Equipping peers for their roles 
 

4. Supporting students as they work and 
spend time together  
 

5. Reflecting on the process and impact 
 

6. Facilitating relationships beyond the 
classroom and network 

 



http://www.pattan.net/Videos/Browse/Training%20Series/Starting+Point
s+and+Possibilities+Promoting+Inclusion+Learning+and+Relationships+fo
r+Students+with+Complex+Needs 

http://inclusiveeducationpdresources.com/peer-mentoring/ 

Resources 

http://www.pattan.net/Videos/Browse/Training Series/Starting+Points+and+Possibilities+Promoting+Inclusion+Learning+and+Relationships+for+Students+with+Complex+Needs/Single/?code_name=starting_points_and_possibilities_-_peer1
http://www.pattan.net/Videos/Browse/Training Series/Starting+Points+and+Possibilities+Promoting+Inclusion+Learning+and+Relationships+for+Students+with+Complex+Needs/Single/?code_name=starting_points_and_possibilities_-_peer1
http://www.pattan.net/Videos/Browse/Training Series/Starting+Points+and+Possibilities+Promoting+Inclusion+Learning+and+Relationships+for+Students+with+Complex+Needs/Single/?code_name=starting_points_and_possibilities_-_peer1
http://inclusiveeducationpdresources.com/peer-mentoring/
http://inclusiveeducationpdresources.com/peer-mentoring/
http://inclusiveeducationpdresources.com/peer-mentoring/


1. Identifying Classroom Expectations and Needed 
Supports (Peer Supports; in the classroom) 

∗ What are the standards informing curricula, 
instruction, and assessment in this class? 

∗ What are the expectations general 
educators hold for all students in this class? 

∗ What IEP goals will the student work on in 
this class?  

∗ How will the student be supported to 
participate in all of the learning and social 
opportunities in this class? 
 
 
 
 



Classroom 
Activities 
Assessment 





Peer  
Support  
Plan 



At the beginning of class… 

Lectures or whole group 
instruction… 



Small group or lab activities… 

Independent seatwork… 

At the end of class… 



1. Identifying Student Goals and Needed Supports 
(Peer Networks; outside the classroom) 

∗ What social-related goals does the student have?  
∗ Which of those goals will we focus on as part of the 

peer network?  
∗ Does the student interact more successfully with 

adults than peers?  
∗ Does the student initiate interactions?  
∗ Does the student use his her communication 

device? 
∗ Are interactions balanced and reciprocal? 
∗ Are conversational topics appropriate and engaging?  

∗ How will the student be supported to participate in his 
or her peer network? 



Selecting and Inviting Peers: 
Look for Peers Who... 

∗ Have common time available with the student (peer network) or have the 
same general education class as the student (peer support) 

∗ Are interested and excited to participate 

∗ Have shared interests in common   

∗ Are motivated to develop an ongoing social relationship with the student 

∗ Can and will stay involved through the semester or school year 

∗ Are a positive peer model for the student  

∗ Other considerations: consistent attendance, existing social networks, 
similar ages, preferred by the student  

 



Other Issues to Consider 

∗ Who will approach peers to invite them to be 
part of the project? 

∗ What exactly will you say?  

∗ What commitment are you asking them to make?  

∗ Whose permission will you require?  

∗ How will you obtain this permission? 

∗ How will you respond to questions that arise?  

∗ Will you require an application or interview?  



3. Equipping Peers for Their Roles: 
Questions to Consider 

∗ Who will lead the orientation session? 

∗ When and where will the session be held? 

∗ What topics will be addressed? 

∗ Which students will be encouraged to attend? 

∗ How many students will be trained at once? 

∗ Other considerations? 



The Purpose of the Peer Orientation 

∗ Students (and adults) learn more about each other 

∗ Discuss goals 

∗ Ask questions   

∗ Share ideas for increasing interaction with one another  

∗ Clarify academic expectations (peer support) 

∗ Determine when interaction could occur elsewhere during the 
school week (peer network) 

∗ Establish a regular meeting time during lunch period or another 
specified time (peer network) 



Example Peer Orientation Session 

∗ Introductions/icebreaker 
∗ Rationale for peer-mediated strategies 
∗ Background about the student 
∗ General goals in the class, club, or other activity 
∗ Confidentiality and respectful language 
∗ Expectations specific to the classroom or elsewhere 
∗ Technology and communication systems 
∗ Basic instructional and support strategies (peer support) 
∗ Student motivation and feedback 
∗ Inappropriate behavior of peer supports or student with disabilities 
∗ When to seek assistance 
∗ Questions 
∗ Scheduling 



Specific to Peer Supports… 

∗ How will the team communicate about future lessons? 

∗ Who will adapt materials? 

∗ Who will collect data on IEP goals? 

∗ Who will model support strategies? 
 





4. Supporting students as they work  
and spend time together 

(Peer Supports; inside the classroom) 

∗ Ensure content is modified appropriately for student with 
disability 

∗ Encourage the student and peers to have regular attendance 

∗ Check in with the students and answer any questions 

∗ After each class, reflect and make adjustments as needed  

∗ Complete the Peer Support Weekly Checklist (optional) 

∗ Provide feedback to the peers and student outside of class 
 



∗ Ensure an appropriate activity is planned 
∗ Encourage the student and peers to attend meetings  
∗ Be present during meetings and ensure everyone is included and 

participating  
∗ Check in with the group and answer any questions 
∗ Encourage members to connect with each other outside of the 

meetings 
∗ After each meeting, reflect and make adjustments as needed  
∗ Complete the Peer Network Weekly Checklist (optional) 
∗ Provide feedback to the peers and student outside of the meeting 

4. Supporting students as they work  
and spend time together 

(Peer Networks; outside the classroom) 





Selecting Activities for Peer Networks 

∗ Be age-appropriate (e.g., instead of coloring cartoons, make posters for 
events) 

∗ Be interesting to all members of the network and can possibly include the 
student’s “perseverative” interests if appropriate 

∗ Have a (valued) role for everyone  

∗ Provide multiple opportunities for interaction  

∗ Allow interaction modes that are appropriate for the student (e.g., a game 
that is entirely verbal would not be appropriate for a nonverbal student) 

∗ Be practical to implement in the location and amount of time the group 
meets  



What Training Will You Provide to 
Facilitators?  

• Identify adults (e.g. special educators, paraprofessionals, school staff, 
community staff) who will facilitate the networks and peer supports. 

 
• Facilitators should know the student(s) well, have the time to 

implement the intervention, and ideally, know other students in the 
school who might participate as partners. 

 
• Groups can have co-facilitators if desired. 



Using the “Least Intrusive” Support that “Works” 

Can the student do it... 
∗ ...on his or her own?  
∗ ...if given the right technology or adaptive equipment?  
∗ ...if provided with some additional skill instruction?  
∗ ...if shown how to use basic self-management strategies?  
∗ ...with help from a peer, classmate, or co-worker?  
∗ ...with occasional help from a special educator, job coach, 

service provider, or other paid staff?  
∗ ...with ongoing help from a special educator, job coach, 

service provider, or other paid staff? 

LEAST 



A Few Great Articles on Facilitating 
Interaction 

http://www.uvm.edu/~cdci/?Page=parasupport/chrono.html 

http://tcx.sagepub.com/ 

http://www.uvm.edu/~cdci/?Page=parasupport/chrono.html
http://tcx.sagepub.com/


For whom? 
[students with disabilities, 
peers, other students, 
educators, paraprofessionals, 
facilitators, parents, others] 

With whose help? 

How Might You Capture These Changes? 

Using what 
approaches? 
[observations, interviews, 
questionnaires, other] 



Our CSESA Pilot Studies 

∗ 3 studies 
∗ Peer networks in the cafeteria (4 students) 
∗ Peer networks in an advisory class (2 students) 
∗ Peer support arrangements in inclusive 

classrooms (4 students across 3 states) 

∗ All high school males with ASD 
∗ 1-4 peers partners per group (students 

without similar disabilities) 
 



Classroom and Network Observations 

∗ Nature of students’ interactions with peers 
∗ Types of conversational skills demonstrated  
∗ Modes of communication used 
∗ Persons involved in interactions 
∗ Time in which students are engaged academically 
∗ Time in which students are working with a  
     one-to-one adult support 

“You can 
observe a lot by 

watching.” 
-Yogi Berra 



Increases in Peer Interactions 
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Conversations with Students with 
Disabilities 

∗ Are you enjoying spending time with _____? Why or why not? 

∗ What are some of the things you do together? 

∗ What help do you find most helpful? Least helpful? 

∗ What have you learned from working with _____? 

∗ Do you consider _____ to be a friend? 

∗ Would you like to continue working/spending time with _____? Why or 
why not? 





Conversations with Peer Partners 

∗ How would you describe your experiences? 

∗ Did you enjoy serving in this role? In what ways?  

∗ What things have been going really well? Not so well? 

∗ In what ways have you benefited from this involvement?  

∗ What changes have you noticed in your partner, if any? 

∗ Has this been a beneficial experience for your partner?  

∗ What additional help would you like to be effective in this role? 





Conversations with Educators & 
Facilitators 

∗ What is your overall impression of the strategies? 

∗ How would you describe the experiences of students? 

∗ How effective have peers been at providing support? 

∗ What strategies do these peers still need to learn? 

∗ What concerns (if any) do you still have? 

∗ What sort of assistance would be most helpful for you? 

∗ What have been the benefits to students with disabilities? To their peer 
partners? To other students? To school staff? 





What Participants Told Us 

∗ Student with ASD 
∗ “I believe I’m feeling a little more social.” 
∗ “We should of had more than one day a week.” 

∗ Peer  
∗ “The networks help[ed] me see that at times not everybody has the 

same point-of-view on different matters.”  
∗ “I've been able to communicate better with the kids, but also with 

other people.” 
∗ “My eyes are more open to my partner’s needs.” 

∗ Facilitator 
∗ “The student wants to make friends.”  
∗ “The student talks a lot about his peer buddies.” 
∗ “The peer partners learned more about special needs and their own 

compassion.” 



Conversations with Parents 

∗ What does your child tell you about working with his or her 
peers this semester?  

∗ What have you noticed that suggests your child is enjoying this 
experience? 

∗ Does your child describe his or her peers as friends? 

∗ Is your child connecting with his peers outside of school, by 
phone, e-mail, or in person? 



6. Facilitating relationships beyond 
the classroom and network 

 
∗ Check in regularly with students 

∗ Involve families appropriately 

∗ Create opportunities for students to see each other outside of the 
network and classroom, and encourage other educators and staff to do 
the same 



Key Findings and Lessons Learned 

∗ Peer networks and peer supports are a relatively easy 
(and inexpensive) way to address social- and academic-
related support needs of adolescents with ASD  

∗ Students with and without ASD benefit socially from 
participating in peer-mediated arrangements  

∗ Peer-mediated arrangements substantially increase 
social engagement and foster social connections  

 



∗ http://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/ 
 

∗ Erik Carter: erik.carter@vanderbilt.edu 
∗ Jenny Gustafson: jenny.gustafson@vanderbilt.edu 
∗ Nigel Pierce: npierce6@nccu.edu  

 
 

For more information: 

http://csesa.fpg.unc.edu/
mailto:erik.carter@vanderbilt.edu
mailto:jenny.gustafson@vanderbilt.edu
mailto:npierce6@nccu.edu
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